This study showed:
• SSDI and SSI beneficiaries who received evidence-based supported employment services achieved meaningful levels of employment, defined as 20 hours per week of employment.
• Length of employment improved over 10 years, but didn't result in working off of benefits.
• Non-beneficiaries who received this service had similar employment outcomes.
Putting It into Practice
Providing evidence-based supported employment services early in the service delivery process may improve VR service outcomes for this group.
Providing services early in the illness process, before individuals obtain disability payments, could also prevent long-term disability.
The Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) system has historically provided fewer services to people with psychiatric disabilities than to those in other disability groups. Possible reasons for this could be counselors' unfamiliarity and discomfort with psychiatric disabilities, counselors' stereotypes of poorer employment outcomes for this population, clients' difficulties in navigating the VR eligibility process, and bureaucratic delays in setting intake appointments.
More about this Research
People with psychiatric disabilities are the fastest-growing subgroup of SSA disability beneficiaries and have minimal rates of return to competitive employment. Although they typically acquire their disability at a young age and remain on benefits for many years, most have fluctuating levels of impairment that trend toward improvement and functional recovery.
This study examined four randomized controlled trials of evidence-based supported employment for persons with severe mental illness. It compared 546 SSA disability beneficiaries with 131 non-beneficiaries. Three employment measures were examined: job acquisition, weeks worked, and job tenure.
A limitation of this study:
• The randomized controlled trials included in this study focused on persons with severe mental illnesses. The majority of SSDI beneficiaries with psychiatric disabilities are diagnosed with mood disorders. Results of this study may not apply to SSA beneficiaries or to SSDI beneficiaries with less severe disorders.
